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uLl LON: . . . weneral Earle G. Wneeler, she chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff. During the Kennedy administration, 
General wheeler was first the director of the Joint 
3Ztarf, later on the commanding general of the European Command, and 
then back to be apnointed as the chief? of starf of the army in which 
sosition he was serving at the time of Fresident Hennedy's death. 
General Wheeler, would you start out by describing two things: first, 
PL i xKenned ive us a 


1 ς 
- 2 
st acguaintance with President Kenne 
5 : a 


r 
little Dit about the impact of the Kennedy administration on the 
directorship of the Joint Staff and on the Joint Staff in the first 
few months or the Zennedy administration, January, February, March 
i961, as far as you can recall. 


VIHESELER : The first time I met Fresident Kennedy was in 
September of 1960 rrior to his election to the 
vresidency. At that time, of course, ne had veen 

nominated ty the Temocratic tarty 2s their candidate. The occasion 

ξὺν this meeting arose in the following manner: Fresident (Dwight ἢ 

Zice:hewer had decided that Cenator Zennedy chould be given intelli- 

gence briefings on all nertinent security matters. In fact, Vice 

President Richard M.) Nixon was already given additional briefings 

sther than those he had hed as a result of his official position du 

ing the Sisenhower administration. There was a grsat deal of 
discussion as to who would brief Senator Xennedy from the military 
side as opposed to the intelligence triefings given by Mr. Allen 

Dulles, the head of the CIA (Central Intelligence Agency), on the 

purely intelligence aspects of the United States position in the 

world. It was first thougnt that oernaps the chairman of the Joint 
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“HERLER: Right. You refreshed my memory on something too that 
— 
Mr. Gilpatriec said having +) do with the cymington 


report. Namely, that once they were in office and 
oegan to take a look at how to accomplish various things they found 
that the law gave the secretary of defense ammle authority to do 
things which permitted what they thouht to be an immrovement in the 
operations of the Derartment cf Defense. I think that up until that 
Sime there had been really no close reading of the law and no recogni- 
tion of the really great powers that reside in the secretary of 
defense. The Congress has given him ἃ tremendous leeway. What has 
happened was that Mr. McNamara and Mr. Gilpatric exploited this. 


CLIFTON: I think one last question on this director of the 
joint starf position, did you feel that President 
Kennedy or how would you assess his impact on the 
morale of the uniformed people in that first year? 


WHEELER: I think that President Kennedy's greatest contribution 
- to the morale of the uniformed people came as a 
result of the Cuban crisis in '62. And I'll elaborate 
that in our next session because there was a very definite impact at 
that time and it ties back to what I said earlier Ted about my belief 
that President Xennedy really bezan to recognize what he had, what an 
asset he had in the military as a result of the Cuban crisis in '62. 


INTERRUPLION 


CLIFTON: General Wheeler, when we left off we had pretty much 
brought us up to date to around June of the first year 
of President Kennedy's administration. About that 

time, as you recall, he did two things, he went uo to Canada and 

planted a tree and there was a short Ottawa conference and he also 
then went to Europe to meet President Charles A. deGaulle and to meet 

Khrushchev in Vienne. I wonder if you can reminisce for a minute 

about the Joint Staff activities, pernaps in preparation for the 

ceGaulle and Khrushchev meeting. 

WHEELER: Actually we prepared for the Chiefs I suppose you 

would call them discussion items for talks that they 
had with the president prior to his departure for 

Europe. I don't recall anything particularly outstanding at that 

particular time.. The normal problems wereaddressed--the question of 

tensions in Europe, the Berlin problem and so on. The next time of 
real activity came with the Berlin crisis which was in the late 

summer, early fall of that same year when you recall as a result of 
certain actions by the Soviets the administration took a hard look 
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WHEELER: This is correct. 


CLIFTON: And we had a balance of iron bombs and we had a 
balance of munitions throughout the forces. 


WHEELER: This is correct. 


CLIFTON: So Berlin, you might say, made the confrontation over 
Cuba possible in October 1962, 
WHEELER: it certainly improved our capabilities and, of course, 
as you know, I was chief of staff of the Army in 
October '62. I found it possible from the strategic 
reserve within the United States to prepare five and one-half divi- 
sions for the invasion of Cuba. The air force and the navy were pre- 
pared to conduct, I would say, a very sizable air campaign against 
Cuba using conventional weapons. And they would have still had plenty 
of stockages left. , The one thing that came out of the Cuban affair 
Was again a shortage of airlift. You recall it was necessary to call 
up nineteen squadrons of air force National Guard units, reserve 
units, in order to provide the airlift capability for the air assault 
echelon going into Cuba. 


Now, this is not intrinsically bad, however the aircraft with 
which these gentlemen were equipped was the old C-118 flying boxcars-- 
a twe-motored aircraft which no one realiy likes to use for over- 
water transportation. The air force and the navy, I think quite prop- 
erly, want to have a four engine job for over-water flights. Now of 
course, Cubateing only ninety miles away it wasn't as bad as it might 
seem. However, another limitation were the short legs of many of the 
older aircraft in the airlift inventory--the C-118's, the C-123's and 
so on. And this meant that these aircraft had to be moved into 
staging fields and then refueled and gotten ready for the actual 
assault on Cuba. It denied a certain flexibility which we would have 
liked to have. 


CLIFTON: They actually couldn't fly troops from Fort Lewis 
all the way to Cuba. They had to fly in two jumps 
off somewhere closer and this means you're closer to 

where the enemy can watch you. 


WHEELER: Not only that, it made a very complicated outloading 
problem because you had to move troops, let them sit, 
let the aircraft sit, and it made a very complicated 

movement plan. It took literally days to work out the air loading 
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yeu will peenall Ted, the emitpment steetched from miles. TI ton't 
; i division tcoxed like 
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Later, 85 you will recall, we went dowm to Homestead Air Forte 


Base where he saw something of the air preparations and the command 
and communications preparations that had been made te support the 


overall action. ‘You'll also remember that we saw something of the 


logistic preparations, the thousands, literally thousands of tons of 
ammunition that had been moved in, the medical facilities that had 
been provided and so on. And then, of course, we went on down to Key 
West and saw wnat the navy had been doing, the air defenses that nad 
been set up and so forth. 


I felt that after his experience in the Cuban crisis, arter seeing 
the celerity with which they moved into position, the first- 
that the troops were in, the oovious sharpness of the 
erything ready to the last detail--planning and other- 
dant Kennedy, perhaps for the first time, realized the 


vremendou very powerful tool that he had at his command in 
dealing with matters of foreign policy wnere military force was neces- 
sary. I also thought that I detected in later meetings with him 
perhaps a friendlier, a more appreciative attitude toward the military 
than ever before-~-not that μ mean to say that he had ever seen dis- 
asreeable or curt or ungracious, but I believe tnat the Bay of rigs 
business had, I don't like to use the term roisoned his mind against 
the military, but I think that he had some very grave douots as to 
the role of the military and their capavility to carry out the things 
je ft these 


that he wanted done. I think that after the Cuban crisis, all 
qy 


2 eee as - 1. ΜΝ ᾿ ae - 
doubts were dispelled or at least he recognized more clearly than ever 
5 a. “3 - t - Le. orn hea ala + 

before that the military were verhaps the one element that he couid 
a το ainAaa aM: ΕἸ wermeta that Smee Oe +h ΜΝ 

depend woon under any circumstance that might face this country. 


CLIFTON: There were two things that became very clear to me, 
and I'm sure you sensed them too, sudssquent to vals 
inspection and seeing what the military nad done. 

One was that he asked a lot of men dow there if they were personally 

ready to go, and their resvonse was very Dusiness-like. There was no 

hip nip hooray about their attitude, but he nad a reassurance from 
corporals, sergeants, colonels, and on up that they knew that this was 

a very danserous and dusiness-like matter, Dut they were perfectly 
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